. I was watohrng Charhe Rose the other nlght on TV
~ interviewing that enfant terrible of New German
cinema, Werner Herzog, who Seemed to be grapplmg

':wrth the thorny conundrum we ve come to know as

Truth Vs Realrty |n documentary frlms

IVIare Yeah | suppose we should oonsmler whet Documentary means
Hold on a mmute (Daddy’s talkmg on the phone No Damel | cant do
that w1th you. Not now, okay? I have to do thls thrng on the phone nght

. | . . __..__:ngw Okay | love you t00.)
. _'-Aotually Wernerdldntqmte put |t1nthose terms Imean Trutt vs.near .

~ity. What he revealed was that he does not make hrs own docu nenta‘rie's
inthe reallst tradition of cmema vérité He prefers to, yes stage events
in his documentanes and t'len go |n there like an angry hernet and

__ }-P_a-_ugta___.:;Are you still there?

 Marc: Okay, so where were we?

-zt 7777t 7277t, prod and sting his partlcrpants until they do something

. - _mterestrng or ;mportant something worth turnlng on the camera for

| may not he remembenng exaetly how he put i)

Then he sa_i-d something _I'ike ‘.‘beto'w the surfaoe of dooumentary there
is an “ecstatic truth.” Along those lines, anyway. | took down some

notes oreatmg a dooument n‘ you will, and went to bed

The next morning, | got up and drank some coffee and thought about
Werner Herzog, ecstatic truths and the Nature of Reality. This is bigger
than me, | thought, a mere filmmaker trying to get by. What can we
really know, unless you're Werner, about these tediously profound ques-
tions that seem to follow us everywhere, like a trailing cloud of angst, a
cloak of inexorable futility, in terms ot?

Fortunately, | have a brother in Kalamazoo and it's been much too long
since | last called him with an existential matter to resolve. His name is
Marc and he teaches philosophy at the University of Western Michigan.
He also has three sons under the age of nine. |

So | got him on the phone and explained my predicament. If you're not
Werner Herzog, how do you begin to address the prickly matter of Truth
Vs. Reality? He understood the problem immediately, and once we got
going, it turned out to be surprisingly simple to figure the whole thing out.

Paula: Why don’'t we start with definitions? What is Truth? No, wait a

Pa_ula: |s this a good time for you? :' '_

As things turned out, it really wasn't the besttime for Marc, because he

had a small boy running in and out of the room. So | sent him an emai
with some questions and the results of our investigation went like this:

What is a documentary?

Paula: Okay, let me tackle this one. A documentary is a series of moving
image sequences edited together to represent some sort of semblance
of reality (whatever that means, and | think Stephen Hawking would
agree with me). Alternately, a documentary is a cinematic structure for
conveying some kind of underlying truth about an individual or set of
circumstances. A documentary is—sigh. Why don’t you give it a shot?

Marc: Seems to me that the distinction between a documentary and a
fictional film is one of degree rather than kind, that there is a continuum
between them. That doesn't make the distinction illegitimate; the colors
red and green lie on a continuum, but that doesn't mean that the con-
cepts of red and green aren’t perfectly good concepts. At any rate, there
are at least two dimensions to the continuum.

Hirst, there are the specilic, particular, facts, the verifiable details, that
provide the building-blocks out of which the documentary is made: a
person’s name, where they went to school, what they did for a living, etc.




t:ar re cpgr |ze trem the |r ew n expe rt e n ee we u Id he |n ee mp ehe nsr hle

lut a dec ume ntary rare Iy consi sts ef just th ese; rt wnl lntrod uce. ether ary an
e Ie me nts th at are not se l bvreu sly Jased e n htste n eal ec drd wh at th e

FJerSdn leu <ed I:ke when as ked acertain duestlnn what they wore ata par

etc):] ﬂ ’EhE OthE‘;‘l‘ hEt nd evena “pu re” Wo rk t:tf fl C IO n wil bu Id ¢ onat Ie ast ersa Stha’tl’tssub JEC’[ was born in 13 44, ’[hE n wh at h e f|l n cl

 variou s general facts (ab'ut what people are generally like, for example) fﬁ}'{;f;;i}__?';?f;;ff?}?_}

f':-"'f-f""’fii}*fﬁﬁ_:-‘ir-}f--f_::j}_._-'._f':;___'f-Secnnd there is the stpry JUII’[ dut of thnse detatled facts Ftealtty dees

~ not come packaged in stories with theme, begmntng middle, and end;
- and there are inevitably too many facts to be represented (the number?'ﬂ-.5?*]'-fi__'?_'-'j--*
| . ;_.:_-et teeth a persen has at a partreular age fer example is not Ilkely to be‘_—
'__’._:;.__'--i-_'-"_i,relevant) The decumentary film-maker has to construct that story, |n ’_are tamtltar W|th he suhject-matter
. patnny Selectlng erdenng, and presentmg those partlculars But as . .
. ___'_fmth the detatled facts out of WhtCh the story is censtructed the st_ery:__..f*_--___'-j
' -;"-ttselt can be more or less faithful to the subject -matter, in rruch'the_,_._-’._'_f"-"-"_.;_- .
~ way that a news report can be more or less faithful to which events are F
. _--"‘.srgntheant eneugh to warrant reporting. This kind of fideli VIS dlﬁlculté.“;?
 to assess, and I|kety to be subject to mterpretatton But a cocumentary'_

. _nevertheless claims such hdeltty that S one ef the differences between .

tt and a work of hctlon

Can -a documentary tell the truth?'

Paula: Well, what are the eptlens here‘? That a dncumentary can't telI '

the truth? What the hel are we domg mth all this feetage‘?

Marc: Telling the truth here will cerrespondtngly demonstrate the twe

dimensions presented above: accuraey in the particular, detailed facts
“out of which the story is eonstructed and fidelity of the story construct-
~ edout of those facts to the documentary’s subject-matter.

What is truth anyway?

Paula: My cats, when they play tegether. Actually, that could be a docu-

. .i;;;-f;;;;_;f;%:;jMaf c: Agarn '?ﬁ?ff'f?hje-:- same twe dlme nS|ens are reievant
| ;:;’[I CIJ Iar eve '”It ’[h e n uan CE‘S- O-f th EII‘ I‘Elﬁl’ilﬂﬂ Sh | p W ’Eh ’[h et_ SD l use/p artn er ::f:-fif;}.;.ftf:if;:};;:E:'_';-;_:.f;;-: pa r‘[lcu Iar ﬂE’[at |Ed f a CTS trutt IS m u n ‘ a rI'E' 'If the i 9 cu m e nta ry 5 narra -

. W - e |f its’ subject was indeed born in 1844 lut wher mes
. Af C’[I l n ’['ta’[ in Cl Ud des n EJ & | 8 m en ’[S ft‘. l"l real ltf 6 ’[I‘ a'[ ’['I E au d ien Cﬁ STO ry I’[S E}f ’[h e ‘[rut 1 is harder to cha ra c’[e i ZB ' Do th e fa CTS 53' e CTEd
::_::;E};'-.?-f’{{::":_}’:__'-.-;f'-__f':_'-'_.fGr presentation, and does the order in whi ch th ef;’ff_';}?::l;__are prese nted, fai Tl '33fi_t;;'%f:;:;;f:;é;;t5;5::f;iE:f;_5-;;t}:f;;:f;;:f;;:_':i-3',5:i?5:._f3?fi:.;-3t5-?;j_::-::f§f;;5f;3fé5:::étf:_fE5':fgf:_t.5::Etifﬁ_f_::;_'{-}:ié
- represent the history of the documentary’s subject-matter? Isthestory
2 tru ¢ sto ry'? It s ha rd er to see here wh at in rea | |ty co fres D On dS fa
 this. Perhaps in th is case the truth is not so much a matter of accur atﬁf{;;ifi .
rep res En’[a’[lﬁ n e a n nb je ctnre real ity, but is in st e ad m ore a matter ot;;fz_;gf; '::_j.;;;i__;f ?'_jﬁ;_::;;?__?'i;ﬁf;;f.:zjg-;:-j-;:-S;;;j;-g_ii.ji ._j fﬁ;}_;_;}f_f:
-agreement a merg a reasonably wi ide and dtve rse n u m ber p el P'e Wh@ﬂ .

is accurate may be, to some extent, in the eye Of the perceiver. (On

- ith

'clal ms |s;_.;;;

f"‘irn eurved space tlme as |t represents the htstory Of the umverse’? |5"5:;ﬁ'_.- .
 reality a relative perceptual experience unique 10 each one of us, anda;'-,-_f.;

therefore dh‘erent frnm anyene etse 8 expenence ef the world? Is l
enough to say there's a consensus about any ohservable phenemener_;-f}_' _=,__.f;_--:};_'-:._"-”f-*f.__:f___'_-}
such that it is, by human dehnltlon reahty? That S ’[h ree CIUBSUO ns..

-*‘Mare thh f‘espect to detalled tacts surey they dent depend U“ per-._:
ception. (When someone was horn doesn't depend on when anyene-_:_-_---*_‘.”_'_'_ -
thinks they were born, e.g.) But the fidelity of the overall STUW Iogks
“more like itis dependent to some degree on the pet’ ceiver. Thﬁ'l’ﬁ arejust

too many part Icular facts to present all of them (|mag|ne how many true

- sentences you can construct just by descnblng the room around you,

for example; an infinite number. no doubt), and they don't of themselves
coalesce into a thematically organized story. So whether the story itself

the other hand, there is surely a limit to this; a sensitive, carefully re-

_ _searched documentary can tell a story that more accurately represents
| realtty than a complete fabrication.) |
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. creature, peeking out from between the branches from time to time.

* Does truth have anything to do with reality? ~ giant catfish trolling around in the Red River, | ike to picture itasashy

Marc: Yes, but the relation can be complex. With particular facts, truth ~ Mare: Yes. I've been referring to two dimensions so far. But there’'s a
 just is accurate representation of reality (again, “she was born in 1844”  third: the kind of truths presented in poetry, architecture, music, etc
s true if she was in reality born in 1844). But with the story itself builton ~ Such truths - if that's the right word to use, which I'm n’of,so sure
those truths, whether it reflects reality may indeed depend somewhat  about—involve some kind of resonance bétw'een'the work and its audi-
on wh_e you talk to. (See above.) | . ence, which can be more on th_e'emoti_onal, 'conceptua-l, or inspirational '
. . ' level than on the cognitive or representative level. Documentaries are
Can documentary get any closer to the truth than, say, just as capable of generating such resonance as are any other works of
poetry or architecture? - | art. So there are three levels of possible “truth” to capture: the accuracy
_ | | of particular, detailed facts represented in the documentary; the fidelity
Paula: Alright, time to get serious. Of course, you can find truth in ~ of the story it tells in virtue of its selection and presentation of those
documentary films. It's kind of an accidental moment of revelation--  facts; and the emotional, conceptual, or inspirational resonance it can
sometimes an unhappy accident, like stubbing your toe, sometimes generate. Unlike works of fiction or poetry, which are perhaps answer-
a happy accident, like believing in God. Although Werner seems to able to reality only in the third sense (and perhaps the second, albeit
believe that truth lurks under the surface of a documentary, like a only in a very general way), a documentary is answerable to reality in all

three senses.

In virtue of those greater constraints, a documentary is capable of a
greater proximity to the truth.

Paula: Thanks Marc. | owe you one.
S0, there you have it.

Some might argue that documentary filmmakers are nothing more than

truthmongerers and reality engineers. My brother Marc would say that

w MWH “probably no film can occupy either extreme end (of truth or reality);

. i 8 | there s no such thing as the pure documentary or pure work of fiction.

13 ESSAYS . AsforWerner, well, | believe he is beyond such arcane ideas as truth o

o . reality. He lives on the plane of the spirit of documentary cinema. But
that's a whole other ball game, isn't It?
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Paula Kelly is a writer and filmmaker based in Winnipeg. Her docu-
mentary films and dramatic shorts have received various awards and
nominations, including the feature documentary Appassionata.
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